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YouTube Follies  and  the  Triumph  of  Kevin07 
The poll held on 24 November 2007 saw the election of the Australian Labor 
Party (ALP) headed by Kevin Rudd, ending 11 years of government by the 
conservative Liberal-National Party Coalition headed by John Howard. There 
was a national swing of 6 per cent against the government, with 40 seats in the 
House of Representatives moving from the Liberals and Nationals to Labor, and 
the Coalition parties losing control of the Senate (from July 2008) as well as the 
House of Representatives. 
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The above cartoon captured an unusual yet significant event in the long 
pre-campaign (with a passing nod by Bill Leak to Pauline Hanson’s famous 
‘assassination’ video from 1997) (Wikipedia, 2008). John Howard had been 
struggling in the polls since Kevin Rudd became ALP leader in late 2006, and 
made the unusual decision on 16 July to announce his government’s new policies 
on climate change through a short video posted on YouTube. What made this 
unusual was not only the decision to release policy through YouTube — an 
increasingly common practice in a number of countries — but the fact that John 
Howard would do it, and the curiously ill-judged manner in which it was done. 
Howard’s long-preferred communications medium had been talkback radio, due to 
its extensive reach into the Australian population, the capacity to use morning radio 
to set evening TV news agendas, and the highly controlled form of interactivity 
that the talk radio format promotes (Flew, 2004; Turner, 2007). 
By going on to the internet in this manner, Howard exposed himself to 
considerable criticism from the online community in what is a medium that is very 
open to user response. Having long been a climate change sceptic, and heading 
a government that refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, Howard was open to the 
accusation that this was an opportunistic and essentially poll-driven intervention 
that did not address the real concerns of those expecting stronger Australian 
government action on questions such as climate change and global warming.  
This potential was further reinforced by the manner in which the video was 
produced. It has an ‘Address to the Nation’ format, with Howard behind his 
desk in his office, wearing a suit and with a bookcase and the Australian flag 
behind him. It commenced with the prime minister saying ‘Good morning’, a 
fairly basic misunderstanding of the difference between the synchronous nature 
of live broadcast television and the largely asynchronous nature of online media 
communication, where the material is accessed and downloaded at any time. Within 
hours of the video appearing, thousands of derisory, hostile and frequently rude 
comments appeared in the comments section of the YouTube link, with seemingly 
no capacity on the part of the prime minister’s representatives to moderate them, 
respond to them, or even have them deleted. 
The carnivalesque nature of this intervention was furthered by the appearance 
of myriad alternative sites. These included an upload of the parody by John Clarke 
and Brian Dawe on ABC TV’s 7.30 Report, denunciations of the government’s 
climate change record by environmental activists, a stream of John Howard 
impersonators doing pieces to camera based on their own scripts, and excerpts 
from 1970s gay male porn movies. Within 48 hours of the original video being 
posted, the entry of ‘John Howard’ and ‘Climate change’ into YouTube or Google 
could lead you to a veritable potpourri of online postings, to the extent that it 
took several page views to reach the original climate change statement.
Howard’s belated and somewhat ham-fisted entry into the world of YouTube 
was symptomatic of a Coalition that had entered the 2007 federal election 
campaign without a strategy for dealing with online media, and particularly 
Web 2.0 technologies and services. In a campaign that effectively ran for the 
whole year, its strategy was based on print and broadcast media, including the 
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use of government funds to seemingly promote its own policies — such as the 
unpopular Work Choices industrial relations legislation introduced in 2005 and 
passed through both Houses of Parliament in 2006 — under the guise of public 
service announcements (on this general trend in Australia and its implications, 
see Ward, 2003; Young, 2006). 
By contrast, the ALP came to the 2007 federal election with a highly sophisticated 
online media strategy. This included development of a highly interactive ‘Kevin07’ 
internet site that drew upon the homology between a 2007 election and the James 
Bond 007 iconography, as well as the rhyme between Kevin and seven; this 
message was reinforced by an extensive range of t-shirts, car bumper stickers 
and other merchandise that communicated the ‘Kevin07’ message with minimal 
reference to the ALP. It also included Kevin07 Facebook and MySpace sites, 
where up to 5000 people could ‘friend’ the aspirant prime minister, and build 
a more extensive network of connections for the distribution of ALP policy, as 
‘friends of friends’ received new postings on these sites. 
Mainstream  media  and  the  blogging  phenomenon
Australians were in a ‘long campaign mode’ throughout 2007, as the Coalition 
government drew out any decision to call an election to the latest possible date 
while simultaneously putting out new policies, new ‘public information’ taxpayer-
funded advertising, or ‘dirt files’ on the ALP, its links to militant trade unionism, 
or its leader Kevin Rudd or deputy leader Julia Gillard.1 The long campaign mode 
allowed simmering tensions to boil between mainstream media online sites and 
a number of political bloggers, with the principal locus of hostilities being the 
News Limited national daily The Australian. 
Under the editorship of Chris Mitchell, who replaced Paul Kelly as editor in 2001, 
The Australian had consciously positioned itself as the site for thought leadership 
in conservative politics in Australia, and has been the primary site through which 
the ‘culture wars’ in Australia have been played out. Individual journalists at The 
Australian had played a leading role in exposing mismanagement in Howard 
government policy, such as Caroline Overington’s work on the Australian Wheat 
Board’s bribes to Saddam Hussein’s government in Iraq, and Hedley Thomas’s 
forensic analysis of the flaws in the attempt by the Immigration Minister Kevin 
Andrews to deport the Indian Muslim doctor Mohammed Haneef on charges of 
alleged complicity with the failed airport bombings in the United Kingdom in 2006. 
However, as a general principle, The Australian had self-consciously fashioned its 
comments and editorial pages as an outlet for conservative opinion on a range of 
issues, leavened by the inclusion of ‘balancing’ leftists such as Philip Adams. 
During the period of Liberal-National Party government from 1996 to 2007, it 
was frequently argued in the editorial pages of The Australian that its positioning 
as a right-of-centre national newspaper was warranted for various reasons:
• The majority of Australians are socially conservative, nationalistic, and more 
concerned about having a government that tough on illegal immigration and 
alleged terrorists. This was demonstrated by their consistent electoral support 
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for the Howard coalition government, which combined responsible economic 
management with social conservatism and a strong focus upon national security 
even when its actions were criticised by human rights activists and the legal 
community.
• The social conservatism of the Australian mainstream was resented by most of 
Australia’s public intellectuals and commentators, who were more left-liberal in 
their political orientation. This frustration of the would-be left-liberal political 
elite with the reality of Australian electoral politics led to their becoming ‘Howard 
haters’, concentrated in key publicly funded media and cultural institutions 
such as the Australian Broadcasting Corporation and the arts and humanities 
faculties of Australian universities, and thus having a disproportionate influence 
over Australian public discourse.
• The role of The Australian was to provide space for conservative and right-of-
centre opinion to get circulation among both key policy decision-makers and 
the wider Australian community, both because this would better serve ‘balance’ 
in public deliberation, and because it would be more reflective of the views of 
the ‘non-elite’ Australians whose votes decided who governed the country.
• This would also impact directly upon Australian public policy, as the conservative 
Howard government was seeking right-of-centre ideas and input in those 
(predominantly non-economic) policy domains in which it viewed debate as 
having been historically controlled by the left (e.g. education, Indigenous 
affairs, multiculturalism, immigration controls, the role of universities, the role 
of public broadcasting, arts funding policies). 
If this were to be understood as something of an implicit ‘compact’ between a 
well-established conservative government and a national newspaper seeking to build 
readership and influence, it held reasonably well in Australia in the period from 
2001 to 2006. It has always been widely critiqued from within the blogosphere, 
particularly by left-of-centre blog sites such as The Road to Surfdom, Public 
Opinion, johnquiggin.com, and Larvatus Prodeo, with the last of these having taken 
to describing The Australian as the ‘Government Gazette’, for what it saw as its 
consistent ‘good news spin’ on Coalition government policy and its maximising of 
negativity on any ideas or initiatives coming from the ALP or minor parties such 
as The Greens. In contrast to the United States, where there is a well-established 
tradition of conservative bloggers critiquing what they see as a ‘liberal’ media, 
most prominent blogs in Australia tend toward a left-of-centre position, as does 
the readership of such sites (Bruns and Adams, 2008). 
Such a stand-off between a right-of-centre national newspaper and a left-of-
centre blogosphere may have accounted for very little had the political situation 
in Australia not undergone a radical shift during 2007. Data on voting intentions 
in Australia continued to show a remarkably similar pattern from March 2007 
to the November federal election, which was that the two-party preferred vote 
would be 54–46 for the ALP compared with the Coalition. At the same time, 
particular polls would be reported as providing ‘signs of hope’ for the Coalition, 
and potential ‘danger signs’ for the ALP. The Australian’s chief political editor, 
Dennis Shanahan, was seen by many in the blogosphere as the chief advocate in 
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the mainstream media (MSM) of the ‘signs of hope’/‘danger signs’ interpretation 
of opinion poll data, and questions were frequently asked about whether his own 
interpretations of poll data, which were widely perceived to provide a positive 
‘spin’ to the Coalition, were in fact being shaped by the overall right-of-centre 
direction of The Australian in its comments and editorial pages. 
‘We understand Newspoll  because we own  it’: The  ‘July 12  incident’ 
at  The Australian
This came to a head in what has been referred to as the ‘July 12 incident’. On 
9 July 2007, a Newspoll survey showed some improvement in support for John 
Howard over Kevin Rudd as preferred prime minister, even though there was 
not an equivalent shift in support in voting intentions. This was reported by 
Dennis Shanahan in The Australian on 10 July as evidence of a turnaround in 
the Coalition’s electoral fortunes, to the point that the Coalition may win the 
2007 federal election, and the front page headline was ‘Howard Checks Rudd’s 
March’.2 Subsequent to Shanahan’s article, there were 256 comments recorded on 
The Australian’s website, most of which disputed his interpretation of the data. 
On 11 July, a highly sarcastic post appeared from Shanahan from his online site 
responding to the criticism, and the number of comments appeared to have been 
arbitrarily set at 16; a number of people reported on other online sites an inability 
to post to Dennis Shanahan’s blog site on that day. In the meantime, a number 
of posts appeared on political blog sites such as Larvatus Prodeo, Mumble and 
Crikey that questioned not only Shanahan’s motivations, but the statistical validity 
of the inferences that were being drawn from the polling data. 
On 12 July, an editorial appeared in The Australian titled ‘History a Better 
Guide than Bias’. This editorial, widely understood to have been written by The 
Australian’s editor-in-chief Chris Mitchell, attacked the blogging community as 
‘woolly headed critics’ and ‘sheltered academics and failed journalists who would 
not get a job on a real newspaper’, engaging in ‘smug, self-assured, delusional 
swagger’ that was not real news or informed opinion. Returning to a familiar 
theme, the editorial argued that many bloggers were members of the ‘one-eyed 
anti-Howard cheer squad’ who ‘only howl when the heat is applied to Labor’, 
and ‘out of touch with ordinary views’. In relation to the analysis of opinion 
polls, it was argued that ‘unlike [online political commentary site] Crikey, we 
understand Newspoll because we own it’. This in contrast to the online critics, 
who were alleged to have ‘all but exhausted their claims to be taken seriously’, 
and did not ‘have any real clue about polling and very little practical experience 
of politics’. 
Among those critical of The Australian’s editorial was Tim Dunlop, who 
was appointed by News after establishing the Road to Surfdom political site to 
run a blog off news.com.au called ‘Blogocracy’. This post was pulled from the 
Blogocracy site within a few hours of appearing, and Dunlop was reported to 
be ‘in discussion’ with The Australian’s editors, presumably about his future at 
News. At the same time, the original post was re-posted on the Larvatus Prodeo 
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site. At the same time, an 11 July posting by Peter Brent on his Mumble site 
indicated that he had been called by Mitchell to tell him that The Australian was 
intending to ‘go’ him in its editorial the following day. 
Bruns (2008) has argued that the ‘July 12 incident’ is indicative of the emerging 
crisis in professional journalism as the traditional ‘gatekeeping’ prerogatives of large 
media organisations are challenged in an age of Web 2.0 technologies and internet 
journalism. The Australian’s tirade against the online political commentariat can 
be seen as reflective of concerns amongst journalists about threats to their long-
established position of influence and importance among what Jay Rosen (2006) 
has described as ‘the people formerly known as the audience’. Arguing that we 
are witnessing a wider shift in news-gathering and reportage from ‘gatekeeping’ 
to ‘gatewatching’, Bruns proposes that the three core elements that keep news-
gathering and presentation restricted to a core professional elite of journalists and 
editors have been undermined by new media technologies associated with the 
internet and digital media. These three core elements are as follows: 
• News-gathering is to be undertaken only by accredited staff journalists.
• There is a closed editorial hierarchy that determines the number and size of 
stories to be covered, given scarcity of space (in print media) or time (broadcast 
media). 
• Control is exercised over and screening of the response process through 
mechanisms such as the Letters to the Editor page or control over user feedback 
in media such as talk radio. 
The gatekeeping function of journalists, editors and the organisational culture of 
mainstream news media is increasingly being challenged by internal and external 
forces. The internet itself, and its association with a shift in media forms from 
‘read-only’ to ‘read-write’ and from audience consumption to user participation 
(Couldry, 2003; Jenkins, 2006), has generated a situation where the abundance 
of information sources characterises the online news environment, rather than 
the concentration of production resources and scarcity of distribution channels 
that marked twentieth century mass communication media. All mainstream media 
organisations are active players in the online environment, but are now in a space 
where they find themselves in competition for attention from online-only sites 
— which in Australia include Crikey, On Line Opinion, New Matilda and many 
others — from a random collection of bloggers, citizen journalists and news 
content aggregators such as Google News (Simons, 2007). At the same time, part 
of the crisis against which flagship media such as The Australian are railing is 
the sense that their clams to unique authority are being eroded from within, with 
growing questioning of journalism as a self-selecting professional ideology, the end 
of the ‘journalist as hero’, the extent of capture of news content by information 
managers representing powerful corporate, government or political interests, and 
the uncertainty of future revenue bases, as well as audiences who may increasingly 
be tuning out or going elsewhere for news and information (Flew, 2007: 151–56). 
The success of programs that satirise the news in terms of its form as well as 
it content, such as Jon Stewart’s The Daily Show and The Colbert Report in the 
11
No. 126 — February 2008 
United States, and Australia’s The Chaser’s War on Everything, are indicative of 
a generational shift in which many young people in particular are increasingly 
getting their news online, and a growing scepticism about the authority claim 
attached to mainstream news and current affairs (Harrington, 2007). At the same 
time, the demise of The Bulletin in January 2008 is indicative of the inability of 
long-established flagship print media to maintain readership and authority in an 
era of online news and information proliferation. 
The  revolution  is  not  being  blogged …  yet
At the same time, at the heart of these heated skirmishes between the mainstream 
media lie more co-dependencies between the mainstream media and the bloggers 
and citizen journalists than either side is perhaps prepared to openly acknowledge. 
The kernel of truth in The Australian’s volatile and deliberatively provocative 
12 July editorial is that the existence of a right-of-centre editorial and opinion page 
positioning at The Australian acts as fuel to the fire for left-of-centre bloggers, 
as it provides a second front for critique that would otherwise have only been 
directed at the Coalition government. At the same time, The Australian’s feature 
writers and opinion columnists are themselves quasi-bloggers, as News Limited 
made the decision in 2006 to open up its online comment pages to user feedback 
and interaction, and some of its columnists have clearly revelled in the fray, 
such as The Australian’s George Megalogenis and the late Matt Price, as well 
as conservative columnists such as Andrew Bolt at The Herald-Sun and Piers 
Akerman at The Daily Telegraph. Bloggers who have gone to News, such as Tim 
Dunlop, experience vastly increased level of traffic to, and comment on, their sites 
than was the case when they ran stand-alone online commentary sites. Others, 
such as John Quiggin, have ran their blogs in parallel with regular commentary 
in mainstream media outlets such as The Australian Financial Review, owned 
by the Fairfax media group. Graham Young, the editor and founder of On Line 
Opinion, gained a regular column in The Australian during the 2007 election 
campaign on the basis of the unique insights into potential voter intentions he 
had been able to derive from surveys conducted on the On Line Opinion site. So, 
once one gets past the smoke and fury found in occasions such as the ‘July 12 
incident’, the extent of mutual interaction and possibly co-dependency between 
the mainstream media and the emergent sphere of citizen journalism and online 
political commentary is perhaps greater than is commonly acknowledged. 
In terms of what the trends identified around the 2007 Australian federal 
election may mean for the future of media reportage and political communication 
in the age of internet proliferation, four broad trends can be identified. The first is 
that the capacity to effectively use smaller online media outlets to ‘answer back’ 
to flagship news media such as The Australian on questions of perceived bias 
towards the government of the day indicates that the authority claims associated 
with the ‘high modernist’ conception of political journalism as thought-leadership 
form an authoritative media centre to an otherwise dispersed and poorly informed 
public. A second and related point is that what Swanson (1997) refers to as the 
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‘political-media complex’, where the interdependencies and mutual needs of 
media institutions and political institutions provide incentives for cooperation in 
shaping the broader political agenda, continues to be eroded by what Blumler 
and Kavanagh (2007) have referred to as centrifugal diversification, where ‘there 
are more channels, chances, and incentives to tailor political communication to 
particular identities, conditions, and tastes’ (2007: 43). 
A third point would be that, as the politics–media relationship is increasingly 
fluid for both media institutions and political institutions, we should not presume 
any simple linear transformation from one medium to another. There is not 
a fundamental shift from print media opinion columns to blogging, from the 
mainstream media to citizen journalism or, more generally, from the ‘old’ to the 
‘new’ media. This is not to say that the established channels of media authority 
are not challenged, indeed threatened, by new media forms and practices — far 
from it. It is to observe that political strategies for utilising media to get messages 
across will be increasingly multi-channel in their nature in order to maximise 
effectiveness. They will use both Facebook and the opinion pages of broadsheet 
media, interviews on ABC current affairs and appearances on Rove, broadcast and 
narrowcast media channels. The effectiveness of Labor’s Kevin07 campaign in 
Australia stemmed from having such a multi-pronged approach to media strategy. 
Similarly, new voices in the media will not just be bloggers or citizen journalists, 
but will also have strategies to work across multiple media channels, and across 
the domains of mass media, online self-publishing, and the various forms of 
‘editing-lite’ online media. 
A final point to make about the prospect of the internet delivering even more 
centrifugal diversification of opinion, as Blumler and Kavanagh (2007) term it, 
is that the mediasphere is diversifying and transforming itself more rapidly than 
Australia’s political institutions. While political parties and other players in the 
political domain are pursuing new trends and opportunities in the digital public 
sphere, they do so from well-established resource and authority bases that are 
more difficult to challenge than those of the established media, since the barriers 
to entry based upon access to resources remain high. If one casualty of the 
trends outlined above was The Bulletin, another was the Australian Democrats, 
whose 30-year struggle to establish a new political space beyond the two-party 
system ultimately foundered on the difficulties in navigating a political terrain that 
continues to be shaped primarily by the major parties. If trends in news media 
and political communication in Australia are becoming more decentralised, they 
do so in the shadow of a political system whose main contours continue to be 
centralising in their main force fields.
Notes
1 The most (in)famous of these concerned the revelation that Kevin Rudd went to a New York 
strip club called Scores with Col Allen, Australian-born editor of the New York Post, and Labor 
MP Warren Snowden, as an extra-curricular activity to attending sessions of the United Nations. 
Rudd responded by saying that he was too drunk at the time to remember what happened, which 
is at odds with his public image as being sober, responsible, and very much committed to his 
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wife and children. This story was reported by Glenn Milne, columnist for The Australian, whose 
columns are syndicated through the seven News Limited capital city newspapers in Australia. 
The irony of Milne commenting on the ABC program Insiders that he reported the story because 
it went to ‘questions of character’ about the would-be prime minister was observed by many, 
as there is a widely downloaded video of Milne going up on the stage at the 2006 Walkley 
Awards (Australia’s leading awards for journalism) to attempt to hit Stephen Mayne, the editor 
of the online politics and public affairs journal Crikey, as he attempted to present an award for 
excellence in online journalism, before Milne was publicly escorted from the event by security 
guards. 
2 Significantly, the online article had the different title of ‘Rudd “Relaxed” about Howard’s Poll 
Comeback’. 
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